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What’s the Matter With American Fiction?

ICTION and government have

1
one thing in common: Every |

people and generation get ap-
proximately the kind that they de-
serye. 8o, when the question is
asked—as to-day it is being asked
rather insistently — “What is the
malter with American fiction?” the

Sinclair Lewis—" 'Main Street' is|

neither the product of any mod-
ern school nor the foundation for
a new one."

answer Invites the counter guestion,

“What is the matter with ourselves?” |

The novelist, regardless of the creed
he practices, must draw his Inspira-
tlon, in some measure, from the sec-
tion of time and space in which he
happens to live, To write a
novel requires genius plus maturity,
but the genius must have matured in
a nutritious soil.

It is no accidental paradox, but a
sound canon of the craft, tha:
very this country

factoras which in

Sherwood Anderson—"At best he

has the grimness of Poe and

Baudelaire without their breadth
of human understanding.”

the novellst his unigue
< vouth, lts bigness
ambdtions—have at the
stituted his hea
Ating, uns '
I
T™h | Hpn
in i I Ciren
Novel yet to come; brave-t
native Human Comedy, vast
all e, by some =talwart group,
Wi handed colossus, who
Floyd Dell: “There are elements
of real bigness in ‘The Briary

Bush,” a book of unabashed frank-

By FREDERIC TABER COOPER.

| would do for this country what Diek-
ens, Thackeray and Trollope did for |
England, and Balzac, unaided, did

1
for France. The Greal American |
Novel still remains a shlmmerlngl
mirage; the American Balzac has |

never materialized. And the reason |
is =imple: The great English ﬂm:lI
French masters of fiction had the ad- ‘
vantage of a traditional, highly or- |
ganized, finely stratified social strue- |
ture, a land where the erulul:
equilibrium is stable the novelist can
give his whole attention unhampered
|t the interpretation of character
the development of plot—the
| two factors that, singly or together, |
make us remember a novel. For fic-
tion Iz like chess, in that the inter-
i e=t lies In the intricate moves of the |
i

|

In

land

politics, in business.
generation had come Into its own;
who cared how things used to be
done? ‘This was the day of new
methods and of “speeding up.” Writ-
ers were quick to catch the infec-
tion and formed their style from
gign boards and advertising pages
with all their fare, exaggeration,
compression and bad English. What
matters a split infinitive or a float-
ing participle, if you can save space?
Grammar was invented by a stodgier
age!

The rezult is that to-day American
fiction finds itself in a precarious
condition and in urgent need of be-
ing saved from ill-advised friends.
We have steadily  anugmenting
group of vounger novelists who have

flaw of immaturity. Unfortunately,
the reviewers, as well as the uovel-
ists, have caught the contagion of
the prevailing restlessness, and hail
a work as a masterpiece merely be-
cause it is differeni. The neglect of
the old technique, the departure
from established form, constitutes a
badge of merit. Free verse is lauded

|
|

The younger |other. the manuseripts that beay the | because =0 completely unforeseen.

*Main Street” is nelther the product
al any modern school nor the foun-
dation for a new one. It is based
vpon sound, established technigue,
and, while Its atmosphere is that of
to-day, it traces a e&traight, um-
broken pedigree back to the best
conservative wrilers of an earlier

above the sonnet or rondeau;

| alded as g stroke of genlus,

In point of fact there Is nothing |
in America to-day, either among the |

new writers or the old, that can be
dignified the name of anything
like school of fiction. Out of the
group which twenty years ago made

by

and |
the novel which evades the tradi- |
:timwl division inte chapters is her- |

great |

the |

game and separate funciions of the ll enjoved a degree of critleal acclaim | the npative movement a stimulating
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pieces engaged; the chequerad board, and gratvitous publicity well nlgh  study  the majorily have followed
the background, while indispensable, ' unpiaralleled In the higstory of letters. | Frank Norris into gllence, and those
i= a fixed tradition, And side by side with this overlavish | who survive have in later years

Transition epochs, veconstruction ! praise is now heard a mounting voice | chosen stendily diverging paths, And
periods have in all countries been  of profest, the sin » gquestioning of | as for the newer writers who have
unfruitful soil for fiction—which is| a4 sane minority, whether there be sprung up within the last few vears
one of the answers to the question | any lasting merit in the new move-  (rom Sinclair Lewis 1o phen Vin-
at the head of this page. The swirl | ment—=so (ar ag It 5 4 movement cent Bens the only thing they have
and turmoil of change are too new, Looking at the whole question im- | in common is  thed independencs

o near to allow the writer to =ee  partinlly ene must recog the new | their habit of working out their own
dv.  After the war of 1870  generation has produced a few writ- | thoughts in their own way All of
France walted almost a generation lers of real promise, some of whom  which, howover commendabile when
for the eple sweep, the satisiyving  bave in varying degrees already pro- | sanely controlled, haz never vet laid
higness of “'La Debacle In America  duoe] volumes entitled to a sevious ! the foundations of a school Stil
we had, before the civil war, “1'nole less can 4 similarity of theme and
Tom's Cabin,” based on the past sta- material constitute a hiterary move

bility of the
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world-old menit an noe more make @
sluvery But the cabaret-and-cocktail school of fiction
periond forth 1 < out af Owen Jolin=on's “Salamands
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| Joseph Hergesheimer—The cli-

'max of “Cytherea” is “one of

| those rare haunting pictures that

| read like a page out of a new In-
ferno.”

generation, The opening paragraph
taken alone suffices to give it dis-
tinction. Only once or twice in &
decade does the professional reader
know the joy of an imitiai page that
se¢ls before him in a single flash an
indelible purtralt. a sweeping back-
ground covering pasl, present and
future, and an epitome of the book’s
theme: “A rebellious girl, the splrit
of that bewildered empire called the
American Middlewest.”

John Deos Passos—'"Three Sol-

diers” is “Zolaesque in its ambi-

tious scope, 1ts crowded, tumultu.
ous detail.”

N xample % ook
could bs taken of th iy, ns
nt d with the wrong, Lo uses
AT Orn American background
{] Wi nis e Pl H he
Lory, amnd ilway uh
i ¥ ' vt phi Main
Stred LH] il 1 of
1 Wes Gopher Pratvie
1 e ’

‘ott Fitzgerald—His books aré
conspicuous example of the
lency to follow the teche

of thy moving picture,”




